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RPW, Sibelius, and the Dream
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Marshall Walker
(Adapted from Dear Sibelius: Letter from a Junky, Kennedy
and Boyd, Glasgow, 2008, available from amazon.com. When a
schoolboy in Glasgow, Marshall Walker became addicted to the
music of Sibelius. After a pilgrimage to Finland, visiting places of
special significance to the composer, Walker began to write Sibelius
a thank-you letter for a lifetime’s companionship. Here, he tells
Sibelius about a connection between his music and the writings of
another companion, Robert Penn Warren.)
Background note: After three years as Lecturer in English at Rhodes
University in South Africa’s Eastern Cape, 1962-65, I resigned, unable to
continue living under apartheid. I had taken my MA at the University of
Glasgow, studying literature under the frowning Presbyterian surveillance
of the tower with which John Oldrid Scott capped the neo-Gothic building
designed by his father, Gilbert Scott. Now the tower was getting ready
to frown again.

Glasgow University had invited me back to Scotland to join its
constellation of geniuses as a lecturer in English. I suspected a
clerical error, but not for me to reason why, only to be grateful for
leaving apartheid with a job to go to, while shaking in my shoes at
the prospect of facing again the scathing incredulity of John Oldrid
Scott’s grimy neo-Gothic tower.
“What’s this? Back again? Well, you’ll have to prove yourself
now, young man.”
The trouble was, I’d become more thrall to American than English
literature. Anthony Trollope summed up the difference between the
two.
“The creations of American literature generally are no doubt more
given to the speculative − less given to the realistic − than are those
of English literature. On our side of the water we deal more with
beef and ale, and less with dreams.”
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South African police-state realities generated dreams, chiefly
Nelson Mandela’s rainbow-republic vision of a barely imaginable
democratic future. Dreams stayed with you longer than beef and ale,
so while lecturing on the great books of Eng. Lit. in the tradition
of the Department which had taught them to me, I was privately
relishing Emerson and Thoreau, Hawthorne and Melville, Whitman,
Emily Dickinson, and William Faulkner. I wanted to bring them
into the curriculum.
“Ridiculous,” boomed the relentless tower. “What a nerve.
How can you profess American literature if you’ve never been to
America?”
America was an intimidating prospect in the 1960s for a Glasgow
boy with a lingering post-war Scottish sense of cultural mediocrity.
The wars in Korea and Vietnam had dented the country’s moral
stature, but it was still the richest, most confident and powerful
nation on earth. Milk and honey seemed to flow in abundance as
if the river of prosperity had run unchecked since the fifties when,
according to Bill Bryson, it was the most gratifying place in history
to be alive, a Norman Rockwell utopia of Frigidaires, Chevrolets
with Triple-Turbine Turbo-Glide, leafy suburbs, Superman, milk
from contented cows, family. A far cry from the urban wastelands
and dour high-rise concrete housing schemes of Glasgow. But you
don’t argue with the tower, Sibelius. To America I went with the
principal object of learning as much as possible about the Southern
writer, Robert Penn Warren, destined to become the country’s first
Poet Laureate. He had stepped into my personal anthology with
some early poems and a novel, All the King’s Men, and showed every
sign of staying. His papers were at Yale University, so I followed
you to New Haven, Connecticut, 54 years after you’d gone there to
receive the University’s award of an Honorary Doctorate of Music
at a ceremony on 17th June 1914.
On the morning of the ceremony, you forgot breakfast.
“I was so excited about the degree and so fearful lest I should make
some blunder, that I have been absent minded all the morning!”
You were fêted and garlanded, plied with compliments and caviar
at New York’s Delmonico’s and taken to Niagra Falls.
“The great spectacle is the nearest to true religion of anything I
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have yet felt,” you said, “and I believe music comes next to it.”
Could there be a connection between addiction to your music
and the singular appeal of Robert Penn Warren’s writing? Canonic
welcomes may not be rational, but you’d expect a pattern, a kinship
of proclivities. Warren’s narrator in All the King’s Men says, “I eat
a persimmon and the teeth of a tinker in Tibet are put on edge,”
but what could link a Finnish composer to a writer, forty years
younger, from the American South? Your life began among the
comfortable wooden houses and green gardens of nineteenthcentury Hämeenlinna. Musical soirées and home concerts were a
norm of the town’s genial social life before you were born. A cultural
galaxy away, on 24th April 1905, Robert Penn Warren was born in
Guthrie, Kentucky. In those days, the town prospered as a tobacco
market-place and railway junction near the Tennessee border.
Now, it’s left high, dry, and defunctive by the tide of progress and
“Thank you for not smoking.” No caviar from Delmonico’s down
there, Sibelius, no champagne and no evidence of an appetite for
classical music among its citizens. A different America from yours.
Hominy grits, pork chitterlings, checked shirts and denim, bourbon
and branch, country ham and country music.
You’d both have vexed Anthony Trollope’s distinction between
the worldly and the speculative. Robust consumers of whatever
beefs and ales, you both knew that we’re all meant to dream. Against
all the odds of origin, that’s the connection.
After your father died, you lived in your Grandmother’s house
on Prykikatu in Hämeenlinna. The garden of roses, lilac, and fruit
trees stretched to the shore of Lake Vanajavesi. Down there with
other children you played with stones and splashed in the water until
you became abstracted, fascinated by the movement of the waves
or the reflection of the sun on the lake. When your mother asked
why you’d stopped playing, you’d tell her you were watching the
fairies and fabulous creatures which you then drew, explaining that
you’d seen them in unimaginable places. You were a born dreamer.
On a wintry afternoon when you were six, you didn’t come indoors
from playing at the usual time before dark, to the consternation of
your grown-ups.
“Why are you so late? Where have you been all this time?” asked
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Granny when you finally showed up looking like a diminutive knight
of woeful countenance.
“I’ve been in a fire,” you said. “There was a big house burning to
the ground and lots of people carrying water to throw on the flames
and I carried buckets and buckets and I got soaked and my shirt’s
all wet and I’m terribly cold.”
Your mother called for fresh wood for the stove so that she could
warm you up and change your clothes in front of the fire. Everyone
was asking where the burning house was but you didn’t seem to
know, just that it was somewhere near the lakeshore. When the stove
was burning brightly, your mother began to undress you. None of
your garments was wet. Now the grilling began: was there really a
burning house and did you really carry all these buckets of water
to put out the flames?
“Well, no, I suppose I didn’t actually carry water myself, just the
other people.”
More questions, until you admitted that there hadn’t been a real
fire at all. You’d been standing by the lakeshore gazing at a house.
You imagined what it would be like if the house caught fire and
how you’d rush to help.
But the fire was real to you. It wasn’t a lie. There are dreams
about how the world is and dreams about how the world might be.
The burning house was both kinds of dream, a true dream about
how your world was and what you wished you could have done to
make it different. By the time you were six, you understood that
your father’s death had razed the security of your birthplace and
you were old enough to wish that you could have saved it and him.
You’d have carried buckets of water until you dropped if you could
have kept the dream of your first home intact for your father and
mother and sister and you. If Granny’s house were to catch fire,
you’d put out the flames single-handed and save everyone. You
were dreaming and telling the truth. Later, you would mine the
Kalevala for dreams of heroism, the hazards of love, the origin of
fire and the birth of the world.
For Robert Penn Warren, the defining human project is to have
a dream and make it come true, to make the poetry of our dreams
work in a world of prose and imperfection. In an early poem,
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“Bearded Oaks,” the dream of love earns its keep by surviving the
most inward kinds of opposition, the decay of passion and erosions
of time:
I do not love you less that now
The caged heart makes iron stroke,
Or less that all that light once gave
The graduate dark should now revoke.

In All the King’s Men, Warren’s themes grow from his scrutiny of
the career of Huey Long, Governor of Louisiana in the 1930s, whose
slogan proclaimed his dream to make “every man a king.” Like his
real-life prototype, Warren’s character, Willie Stark, starts off as a
popular reformer bent on raising the common people’s quality of
life and waging war on corrupt administration. His mission is as
pure as Martin Luther King’s in a different arena, but, like Long, he
degenerates into a rabble-rousing power-seeker. With accelerating
megalomaniac sincerity, he attacks corruption by corrupt methods
and poisons his own dream. His apparently benevolent despotism
brings material benefit to the State but is conducted in the interest
of his own self-aggrandizement and in a spirit of contempt for the
people.
“Man is conceived in sin and born in corruption and he passeth
from the stink of the didie to the stench of the shroud.”
This becomes the only truth for Willie, but the dream of virtue
lies in wait for him because, as Warren puts it in his long poem,
Brother to Dragons:
… despite all naturalistic considerations
Or in the end because of naturalistic considerations,
We must believe in virtue. There is no
Escape. No inland path round that rocky
And spume-nagged promontory. There is no
Escape: dead-fall on trail, noose on track, bear-trap
Under the carefully rearranged twigs. There is no
Escape, for virtue is
More dogged than Pinkerton, more scientific than the FBI,
And that is why you wake sweating towards dawn.
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Deny the dream at your peril. It will pursue you as implacably as
Francis Thompson’s “Hound of Heaven.” At the end, sensing his
own incompleteness, Willie gives way to a fatal yearning for virtue,
the purity of the egalitarian dream he began with. He builds a free
hospital, refusing to allow it to be engulfed in the graft typical of
his administration. Too late: the dream has been contaminated by
his interpretation of life in terms of corruption. He’s assassinated
by Adam Stanton, Warren’s inflexibly virtuous doctor who will
not admit infection into his moral preserve. Stanton, too, is killed.
Beauty and the Beast drown in the dream both need but can’t
realize.
There’s a parable about realizing the dream in the last movement
of your Second Symphony, Sibelius, if you’ll permit a musical theme
to represent the idea of the dream. The movement enacts a typically
Sibelian pattern which can be heard in all the symphonies, even in
the smiling second movement of the Fifth. You find the security
of a theme, then depart from it, pushing riskily into surrounding
musical territory to check out the environment and measure other
potentialities. Maybe you’ve settled too readily for the certainty
of your theme; perhaps your certainty is not sufficiently earned in
terms of the way the world is. This is not the same as the classical
sonata progression of statement, development, and recapitulation,
which has built-in security all the way. It’s a matter of discovery,
risk, test, and return. The movement’s second subject in F sharp
minor is announced by the woodwind over darkly swirling strings
and a soft drum roll. This is the dream theme, the ideal. It’s so sure
and complete that we expect it to rule the music at once, but as the
strings rise over a pizzicato figure, the music fragments and climbs
away from the security of the theme. Can the dream hold its own in
the world? There follows a richly orchestrated melodic sequence and
we think this must surely be where we’re going. But no. Abruptly
there’s another change of direction and another song-like passage
collapses unresolved. Then a trumpet brings back the dream theme
of the second subject. Ah, we begin to relax. Now the options have
been tested, risks run, and resolution earned. This will be the road
taken. The theme is pressed forward to a climax of certainty. All is
well. We must not commit what Herman Melville calls “hideous
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and intolerable allegory,” but this exultant music seems to tell us
that if we are to rise to the measure of our potential, we must test
our dreams in the welter of the world’s possibilities. Fulfillment of
the dream may be the reward if our effort, like yours, is without
stint.
Robert Penn Warren’s opinion too.
“Oh no,” I might hear you cry in horror, Sibelius, “I did not intend
such meanings to be found in this music.”
Yes, my fable may look far-fetched, though I hope it doesn’t
offend; but, as Henry James reminds us, “Really, universally,
relations stop nowhere,” and you told the Americans that everyone
must use his or her own imagination for your works. Doesn’t that
give a junky equal rights with a critic?

